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Despite all we know about punctuation, the school texts and handbooks available to students present punctuation as a set of absolute rules instead of "tendencies" (Quirk, et al. 1616-17) . Even though handbooks consider dashes, for example, to be informal punctuation marks usually reserved for emphasizing appositives (O'Hare and Kline 347), we often find dashes rather than semicolons joining independent clauses in newspapers and magazines: "Summer after summer, the river didn't seem to change much-the rope swing was usually where we left it ..." (Tamony 8) .
Basic syntactic punctuation is learned over time, often with little explicit instruction. Most high school and college students-whether accomplished writers or not-know how to use terminal punctuation, quotations, commas for items in a list or introductory phrases, and colons to introduce certain lists. Few, however, know how to use rhetorical punctuation as a tool to add meaning to their text.
Dawkins has shown that established writers like Annie Dillard often use punctuation in unconventional ways to guide readers to their intended meaning. This unconventional use is bound to confuse students who believe that there is only one way to punctuate constructions and that any deviation represents error. For example, when students see Annie Dillard's sentence, "Later the child wakes and discovers this mother-and adds facts to impressions, and historical understanding to facts" (35), they might consider the dash wrong-after all, there is a conjunction (and) there, so there doesn't seem to be any need for punctuation. Yet, that dash is a choice Dillard made to enhance the meaning of the sentence, to tell the reader to slow down because what follows is important.
The principles Dawkins has set forth-as simplified here-are easy to present in a composition classroom, provided students know how to identify an independent clause using Noguchi's structural tests rather than the traditional sentence-as- The last test-the sentence frame-can be modified to "I know that ." Whatever fits into that slot will be an independent clause.
Any construction that works with all three tests is an independent clause. For example, we know that Dillard's construction, "The skin on my mother's face was smooth, fair, and tender" (25), is an independent clause because it can be turned into questions and fits the "I know that" frame: > Yes-No Question: Was the skin on my mother's face smooth, fair, and tender? > Tag Question: The skin on my mother's face was smooth, fair, and tender, wasn't it?
> Frame: I know that the skin on my mother's face was smooth, fair, and tender.
We can see that "Which is hard to explain" is not an independent clause because only one of the tests will work: it cannot be made into a yes-no question (Is which hard to explain?), it cannot be fit into the "I know that" frame (I know that which is hard to explain), but it can be made into a tag (Which is hard to explain, isn't it?). Not only are these tests particularly useful for teaching punctuation (Weaver 144), but they also help students understand the difference between an independent and a dependent clause since it is a dependent clause that fails the tests. I use the tests all the time with my students-in any class. Once they understand how to use these tests, students not only recognize run-ons and fragments but also recognize that certain elements in a clause are necessary and have fairly fixed positions (the subject and the predicate) while others are optional and movable within a sentence (modifiers). This knowledge proves particularly useful when they start working on sentence craft. Dawkins' first principle is that punctuation marks may be ordered in a hierarchy based on the separation they provide: periods, question marks, and exclamation marks provide maximum separation; semicolons, dashes, and colons provide medium separation; commas or no marks provide minimum separation, suggesting connection instead of separation. For example, the decision to use a period or a semicolon is more rhetorical than syntactic in the following sentence: "But McNeal acquired enough churros to build a herd; with his wife, Nancy, he formed the Basic syntactic punctuation is learned over time, often with little explicit instruction. Navajo Sheep Project to reintroduce the breed" (Fish 160). By using a semicolon instead of a period, the writer establishes the close relationship between the two clauses; had he, wanted to emphasize their separateness, he would have used a period.
Dawkins' second principle addresses the constructions that punctuation marks separate: periods and semicolons separate independent clauses; dashes and colons separate either independent clauses from each other or from dependent elements; commas separate dependent elements from independent clauses. In other words, commas differ from dashes and colons with respect to the boundaries they mark: dashes and colons can be used to separate either independent clauses from each other or from dependent elements-which obviously includes dependent clauses-whereas commas can separate only independent clauses from dependent elements. In the sentence "Five hours after starting out, we pass our first car:
Everybody waves" (Lorton 103), the colon separates two independent clauses-a comma could not be used since it cannot separate independent clauses. In the following sentence, the colon separates an independent clause from a dependent element-an appositive: "These stops are among the last places in the state where you'll find a doorway into the early days of the Alaska frontier: the roadhouse" (102).
Writers choose to raise or lower punctuation marks to emphasize separateness or connectedness between elements, respectively. If they want to show the close connection between elements, they will choose no punctuation-if appropriate-or punctuation that provides minimum separation, like commas. If, on the other hand, they want to indicate separation, they will choose punctuation that provides the maximum separation-periods. This raising and lowering of the marks may result in run-ons and fragments, both of which are evidence of craft rather than error in the following examples:
We were whole, we were pleasing to ourselves. ( Finally, according to the third principle, Dillard chose to lower the punctuation by using a semicolon that provides medium separation, indicating the connectedness between the two clauses.
As teachers, we must show students the rhetorical power of punctuation conventions as well as the effect of violating (flouting) those conventions. Intentional run-ons and fragments appear in a number of texts: I will die for you if it will save you.
Anything. (Paulsen 7)
Chilly, lovely, and aloof in spring. (Patterson 27) Strange to say, but this is why we're here. Not to get stranded, certainly. (Jaffe 42) Are we to consider these as errors? Absolutely not! Instead, we can help students to see them as part of the writer's craft, as techniques the writer used to advance the meaning of a text. By using a period and creating a fragment, Rylant (in "Ellie sometimes . . .") and Paulsen have chosen to provide maximum separation for emphasis and focus. By using a comma to join independent clauses, Dillard, in "We were whole, we were pleasing to ourselves," has chosen to emphasize the meaning connection between the two clauses.
There is a fine line between error and craft, and identifying it lies in knowledge and intention: A writer must want to emphasize a particular construction in 112-14) . The responsibility then lies with both writers and readers: writers must provide the rhetorical punctuation clues, but readers must know how to appropriately interpret them and use them to arrive at the intended meaning. The dash in "Summer after summer, the river didn't seem to change much-the rope swing was usually where we left it, and we always saw at least one couple in a canoe lose their balance and tip over" (Tamony 8) could be considered an error; after all, it connects independent clauses, something not allowed by current handbooks. Yet, since the sentence came from a magazine that pays particular attention to its editing, we must try to uncover the writer's intent: the dash is the writer's evidence of craft, her signal to the reader that she wants the two independent clauses to be closely connected with the emphasis on the second clause. Working through such examples aloud is the best way to show students how the writer's mind works, how writers provide clues to their readers about their intent. Some of them often ask me, "How do you know that this is what the writer wanted to do?" "Well," I reply, "I don't really know for sure but this is my best guess; I look at what they've done with the rest of their punctuation and I can make an educated guess as to why they chose the marks they did. And this is the most important part-not to know 100 percent but to be able to make an educated guess and to be able to justify it."
Students are in awe of what they can do after they understand sentence craft. Valerie, for example-a junior majoring in elementary education-told me as we were discussing sentence craft: 
Toward Productively Flouting Conventions
We should rethink our positions about conventions and flouting them. Conventions are part of a continuum, ranging from basic, syntactic choices to more advanced, rhetorical choices writers make. They are an integral part of style, of the distinctive, idiosyncratic choices writers make to reveal their personal voices. We could consider conventions as being similar to dialects: We each have our own dialect range, and we can adjust dialects to fit the discourse context and the image we want to project. Choosing a nonstandard form is often a mark of extra meaning; similarly, choosing to flout conventions is a mark of an intention to craft writing distinctively, to use punctuation and mechanics as part of style. In a classroom where conventions are seen as tendencies and evidence of craft, students don't ask whether fragments or passive sentences are allowed; rather, their questions focus on the best choice they can make to fit the rhetorical situation.
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